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1
QUANTUM CASCADE DETECTOR

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a quantum cascade detec-
tor utilizing intersubband light absorption in a quantum well
structure.

2. Related Background Art

As a photodetector in the mid-infrared wavelength region,
normally, a HgCdTe (MCT) detector is used. However, this
MCT detector has a problem such as containing toxic envi-
ronmental pollution materials, so that the MCT detector can-
not be generally and widely used. Therefore, a novel photo-
detector in such a wavelength region has been demanded.

In recent years, as such a photodetector, quantum cascade
detectors (QCD) using GaAs/AlGaAs quantum cascade
structures, etc., have been reported. A quantum cascade
detector is a photodetector which absorbs light in its cascade
structure, and by measuring the amount of current flowed by
carriers generated by the light absorption, detects incident
light, and is operable with no bias. Further, in the quantum
cascade detector, as in the case of a quantum cascade laser, by
multistage cascade-coupling semiconductor lamination
structures each including an absorption well layer that
absorbs light, light can be more efficiently absorbed and
detected (refer to Patent Document 1 and Non-Patent Docu-
ments 1 and 2).

Patent Document 1: Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open

No. 2013-41933
Non-Patent Document 1: F. R. Giorgetta et al., “Quantum

Cascade Detectors,” IEEE Journal of Quantum FElectronics

Vol. 45 (2009) pp. 1039-1052
Non-Patent Document 2: L. Gendron et al., “High resistance

narrow band quantum cascade photodetectors,” Appl.

Phys. Lett. Vol. 86 (2005) pp. 121116-1-121116-3

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Regarding a quantum cascade detector, photodetecting
operations at various wavelength bands have beenreported by
using, in addition to the above-described GaAs/AlGaAs
quantum cascade structure, the other semiconductor material
systems of, for example, InGaAs/InAlAs and InGaAs/AA/
AlAsSbh. However, photodetection sensitivity in this case
remains at a low level compared with sensitivities of the
conventional photodetectors.

A possible cause of this low sensitivity is that, in an existing
quantum cascade detector, carrier transport is still in an inef-
ficient state due to, for example, a reverse current generated at
a high speed by longitudinal optical (L.O) phonon scattering,
etc. That s, it is supposed that, in a quantum cascade detector
having the conventional structure, electrons excited to an
excitation level (detection upper level) by light absorption
from a ground level (detection lower level) in the absorption
well layer are not taken out as a current but are relaxed in the
reverse direction to the detection lower level by LO phonon
scattering, and therefore, sufficient photodetection sensitivity
cannot be obtained.

The present invention has been made to solve the above-
described problem, and an object thereof is to provide a
quantum cascade detector with improved photodetection sen-
sitivity to incident light.

In order to achieve the above object, a quantum cascade
detector according to the present invention includes (1) a
semiconductor substrate, and (2) an active layer being pro-
vided on the semiconductor substrate, and having a cascade
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structure formed by multistage-laminating unit laminate
structures each consisting of n (where n is an integer of 4 or
more) quantum barrier layers and n quantum well layers, and
(3) in the unit laminate structure, the n quantum barrier layers
and the n quantum well layers are formed in the order of a first
barrier layer, a first well layer, a second barrier layer, a second
well layer, . . . , an n-th barrier layer, and an n-th well layer
from the side of the unit laminate structure of the preceding
stage, the first barrier layer to the second well layer constitute
an absorption region, and the third barrier layer to the n-th
well layer constitute a transport region, (4) in the absorption
region, the first well layer functions as a first absorption well
layer, the second well layer functions as a second absorption
well layer, and the second barrier layer between these layers
functions as a coupling barrier layer, and in the transport
region, the third barrier layer functions as an exit barrier layer,
(5) the first absorption well layer has the largest layer thick-
ness among the n quantum well layers, the second absorption
well layer has a layer thickness V2 or less of that of the first
absorption well layer, the exit barrier layer has the largest
layer thickness among the n quantum barrier layers, and the
coupling barrier layer has a layer thickness smaller than that
of'the exit barrier layer, (6) the unit laminate structure has, in
its subband level structure, a detection lower level arising
from a ground level in the first absorption well layer, a detec-
tion upper level generated by coupling an excitation level in
the first absorption well layer and a ground level in the second
absorption well layer, and a third level to an n-th level arising
from the third well layer to the n-th well layer, and an energy
interval between the detection lower level and the detection
upper level is set to be larger than the energy E; , of longitu-
dinal optical phonon, and (7) light is detected by intersubband
absorption from the detection lower level to the detection
upper level in the absorption region, and electrons excited by
the intersubband absorption move to the third level due to the
resonant tunneling effect, and are transported to the detection
lower level in the unit laminate structure of the subsequent
stage via a transport level structure consisting of the third
level to the n-th level in the transport region.

In the above-described quantum cascade detector, the
active layer uses a cascade structure configured by unit lami-
nate structures each of which is formed by alternately lami-
nating the first barrier layer to the n-th barrier layer and the
first well layer to the n-th well layer, and includes an absorp-
tion region to be used for light absorption and detection and a
transport region to be used for transport of electrons. Among
the semiconductor layers constituting the unit laminate struc-
ture, the first barrier layer to the second well layer constitute
the absorption region, and the third barrier layer to the n-th
well layer constitute the transport region, and in the absorp-
tion region, the first well layer, the second barrier layer, and
the second well layer are a first absorption well layer, a
coupling barrier layer, and a second absorption well layer,
respectively, and in the transport region, the third barrier layer
is an exit barrier layer.

Further, in this configuration, the first absorption well layer
is formed as a thickest well layer in one period, the layer
thickness of the second absorption well layer is set to 2 or
less of that of the first absorption well layer, and the exit
barrier layer is formed as a thickest barrier layer in one period,
and the layer thickness of the coupling barrier layer is set to be
smaller than that of the exit barrier layer. With this coupled
quantum well structure, in the absorption region, for the
detection lower level caused by the ground level in the first
absorption well layer, a level generated by coupling the first
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excitation level in the first absorption well layer and the
ground level in the second absorption well layer can be used
as a detection upper level.

With this configuration, electron transition according to
light absorption from the detection lower level to the detec-
tion upper level becomes a transition (diagonal transition)
between levels whose centers of wave functions are spatially
separated from each other since the detection upper level is a
coupled level between two well layers. Accordingly, the car-
rier lifetime at the detection upper level is lengthened, and
relaxation of electrons excited to the detection upper level by
light absorption to the detection lower level and generation of
a reverse current caused by the relaxation can be suppressed.

Further, in the above-described quantum cascade detector,
the energy interval between the detection lower level and the
detectionupper level to be used for light absorption is set to be
larger than the energy E;, of longitudinal optical (LO)
phonons. With this configuration, in the transport level struc-
ture for electrons consisting of the third level to the n-th level
caused by the third well layer to the n-th well layer in the
transport region, high-speed relaxation of electrons by LO
phonon scattering can be used. In this case, electrons excited
to the detection upper level by light absorption move to the
third level in the transport region due to the resonant tunneling
effect, and are further transported at a high speed to the
detection lower level in the unit laminate structure of the
subsequent stage through an electron transport process
including high-speed relaxation using [.O phonon scattering
in the transport level structure consisting of the third level to
the n-th level. Accordingly, in the quantum cascade detector
constituted as described above, photodetection sensitivity to
incident light can be improved.

Here, in the above-described quantum cascade detector,
the energy interval between the detection lower level and the
detectionupper level to be used for light absorption is set to be
larger than the energy of LO phonon as described above, so
that the detector becomes a photodetector which operates in a
mid-infrared region. Further, the above-described subband
level structure in the unit laminate structure can be designed
and controlled according to the design of the quantum well
structure in the unit laminate structure.

With the quantum cascade detector according to the
present invention, in the unit laminate structure constituting
the active layer, the first barrier layer to the second well layer
constitute an absorption region, the third barrier layer to the
n-th well layer constitute a transport region, and in the absorp-
tion region, the first well layer, the second barrier layer, and
the second well layer are a first absorption well layer, a
coupling barrier layer, and a second absorption well layer,
respectively, and in the transport region, the third barrier layer
is an exit barrier layer, the first absorption well layer is formed
as a thickest well layer in one period, the layer thickness of the
second absorption well layer is set to %2 or less of the layer
thickness of the first absorption well layer, and the exit barrier
layer is formed as a thickest barrier layer in one period, the
layer thickness of the coupling barrier layer is set to be
smaller than the layer thickness of the exit barrier layer, and
further, in the absorption region, for the detection lower level
arising from the ground level in the first absorption well layer,
a level generated by coupling the excitation level in the first
absorption well layer and the ground level in the second
absorption well layer is used as a detection upper level, and
the energy interval between the detection lower level and the
detection upper level is set to be larger than the energy of LO
phonon, and accordingly, the photodetection sensitivity for
incident light can be improved.
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The present invention will be more fully understood from
the detailed description given hereinbelow and the accompa-
nying drawings, which are given by way of illustration only
and are not to be considered as limiting the present invention.

Further scope of applicability of the present invention will
become apparent from the detailed description given herein-
after. However, it should be understood that the detailed
description and specific examples, while indicating preferred
embodiments of the invention, are given by way ofillustration
only, since various changes and modifications within the
spirit and scope of the invention will be apparent to those
skilled in the art from this detailed description.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagram showing an example of a basic con-
figuration of a quantum cascade detector.

FIG. 2 is a diagram showing a subband level structure in an
active layer of the quantum cascade detector.

FIG. 3 is a diagram showing an example of a configuration
of a unit laminate structure constituting the active layer.

FIG. 4 is a chart showing an example of a structure of a unit
laminate structure of one period in the active layer.

FIG. 5 is a graph showing a light absorption spectrum
obtained with the quantum cascade detector.

FIG. 6 is a graph showing dependency of an anticrossing
gap between an excitation level in the first absorption well
layer and a ground level in the second absorption well layer on
the layer thickness of the coupling barrier layer.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

Hereinafter, an embodiment of a quantum cascade detector
according to the present invention will be described in detail
with reference to the drawings. In the description of the draw-
ings, the same components are attached with the same refer-
ence symbols, and overlapping description will be omitted.
Moreover, the dimensional ratios in the drawings are not
always equal to those in the description.

FIG. 1 is a diagram schematically showing an example of
a basic configuration of a quantum cascade detector accord-
ing to the present invention. A quantum cascade detector 1A
according to the present embodiment is a photodetector that
detects light by utilizing light absorption using intersubband
electron excitation in a semiconductor quantum well struc-
ture. This quantum cascade detector 1A includes a semicon-
ductor substrate 10, and an active layer 15 formed on the
semiconductor substrate 10.

The active layer 15 has a cascade structure formed by
alternately multistage-laminating absorption regions (light
absorption layers) to be used for light absorption and detec-
tion, and transport regions (electron transport layers) to be
used for transporting electrons being carriers. Specifically, a
semiconductor lamination structure consisting of an absorp-
tion region and a transport region is defined as a unit laminate
structure 16 of one period, and by multistage-laminating the
unit laminate structures 16, the active layer 15 having the
cascade structure is formed.

The number of unit laminate structures 16 to be laminated
in the active layer 15 is properly set according to photodetec-
tion characteristics required for the detector 1A, etc. The
active layer 15 is formed on the semiconductor substrate 10
directly or via another semiconductor layer. In the configu-
ration example shown in FIG. 1, on the semiconductor sub-
strate 10, in order from the substrate side, a lower contact
layer 11, the active layer 15 formed by multistage-laminating
the unit laminate structures 16, and an upper contact layer 12
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are laminated in this order, and accordingly, a device structure
of the quantum cascade detector 1A is formed.

FIG. 2 is a diagram showing a subband level structure in the
active layer of the quantum cascade detector 1A shown in
FIG. 1. As shown in FIG. 2, each of the plurality of unit
laminate structures 16 included in the active layer 15 consists
of n quantum barrier layers and n quantum well layers pro-
vided that n is an integer of 4 or more. These n barrier layers
and well layers are formed in the order of, from the transport
region 18a side of the unit laminate structure of the preceding
stage, the first barrier layer, the first well layer, the second
barrier layer, the second well layer, . . . , the n-th barrier layer,
and the n-th well layer. Among these respective semiconduc-
tor layers, the first barrier layer to the second well layer
constitute an absorption region 17, and the third barrier layer
to the n-th well layer constitute a transport region 18. With
this configuration, in the unit laminate structure 16, the sub-
band level structure being an energy level structure using the
quantum well structure is formed.

Here, in the absorption region 17 consisting of first and
second barrier layers 171 and 172 and first and second well
layers 161 and 162, the first well layer 161 functions as a first
absorption well layer, the second well layer 162 functions as
a second absorption well layer, and the second barrier layer
172 provided between these layers functions as a coupling
barrier layer. Accordingly, the absorption region 17 in the
present embodiment is constituted to have a coupled quantum
well structure configured by the first absorption well layer
161, the coupling barrier layer 172, and the second absorption
well layer 162. In the transport region 18, a third barrier layer
173 positioned closest to the absorption region 17 side func-
tions as an exit barrier layer for electrons that move from the
absorption region 17 to the transport region 18.

In the unit laminate structure 16 shown in FIG. 2, regarding
the thicknesses of the respective well layers, specifically, the
first absorption well layer 161 has the largest layer thickness
among the n quantum well layers of one period, and the
second absorption well layer 162 has a layer thickness that is
15 or less of that of the first absorption well layer 161. Regard-
ing the thicknesses of the respective barrier layers, the exit
barrier layer 173 has the largest layer thickness among the n
quantum barrier layers of one period, and the coupling barrier
layer 172 has a layer thickness sufficiently smaller than that of
the exit barrier layer 173. According to these layer thickness
conditions, the above-described coupled quantum well struc-
ture is preferably constituted.

The unit laminate structure 16 in the present embodiment
has, in its subband level structure, a detection lower level L,
arising from a ground level in the first absorption well layer
161, a detection upper level L, generated by coupling an
excitation level in the first absorption well layer 161 and a
ground level in the second absorption well layer 162, and a
third level L,, a fourth level L, . . ., and an n-th level L,
arising from the respective well layers in the transport region
18. The third level L; to the n-th level L, are, for example,
levels arising from the third well layer to the n-th well layer,
and generated as a result of quantum mechanical coupling.

Among these energy levels, the detection lower level L,
and the detection upper level L, are levels relating to light
absorption using intersubband electron excitation. The third
level L, to the n-th level L, constitute a transport level struc-
ture (relaxation level structure) relating to relaxation, trans-
port, and extraction of electrons excited by light absorption.
The energy interval AE,, between the detection lower level L,
and the detection upper level L, that determines energy of
light absorption in the absorption region is set to be larger than
the energy E; , of LO phonon (AE,,>E; ).
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In the above-described subband level structure, the third
level L, to the n-th level L, are, for example, levels arising
from the ground levels in the third well layer to the n-th well
layer, respectively. Here, the third level L; to the n-thlevel L,
constituting a transport level structure for electrons are nor-
mally set so that the energy becomes sequentially lower from
the third level L, on the absorption region 17 side toward the
n-th level L, on the absorption region 175 side of the unit
laminate structure of the subsequent stage. However, the
energy order of these levels can be partially changed as long
as transport of electrons is possible.

Further, levels generated by coupling the first excitation
level in the first absorption well layer 161 and the ground level
in the second absorption well layer 162 are normally two
levels of a coupled level on the lower energy side (one level)
and a coupled level on the higher energy side (the other level).
Of these levels, the coupled level on the lower energy side is
used as the above-described detection upper level L,. The
coupled level L, on the higher energy side is preferably set so
that the energy interval AE,, between the level L, and the
detection upper level L, becomes larger than the energy E; ,
of LO phonon (AE,,>E; ;).

Regarding respective subband levels constituting a trans-
port level structure for electrons, the energy interval AE,,
between the detection upper level L, and the third level L, for
extraction of electrons is set so that coupling between the
levels becomes sufficiently strong by considering movement
and extraction of electrons due to the resonant tunneling
effect. The strength of coupling between levels can be evalu-
ated based on an anticrossing energy gap between the levels.

The energy interval AE,, between the third level L; and the
fourth level L, is set to be E; , or more and 2xE; , or less, so
as to satisty the following conditions:

E; osAE<2xE; o

with respect to the energy E; , of LO phonon.

Here, the energy E;, of LO phonon is, for example,
E; =34 meV on the assumption that InGaAs is used as a
semiconductor material of the quantum well layers. Further,
the energy E; , of LO phonon is 36 meV when the quantum
well layers are made of GaAs, and 32 meV when the quantum
well layers are made of InAs, and these values are substan-
tially comparable with 34 meV described above. The above-
described setting conditions of the energy interval AE,,
between the levels with respect to E; , is in consideration of
increases in speed and efficiency of electron transport in the
transport level structure.

In this subband level structure, by using a semiconductor
layer doped with an n-type impurity as the first absorption
well layer 161, electrons are accumulated at the detection
lower level L, of the first absorption well layer 161, before
light is made incident. When light hv to be detected is made
incident on the active layer 15, electrons present at the detec-
tion lower level L, are excited to the detection upper level L,
being a coupled level by intersubband electron transition by
light absorption.

Electrons excited to the detection upper level L, are
extracted at a high speed to the third level L; by the resonant
tunneling eftect, and further, via the transport level structure
consisting of the third level L; to the n-th level L,,, through the
relaxation process such as LO phonon scattering from the
third level L; to the fourth level L, transported and extracted
at a high speed to the detection lower level L, of the absorp-
tion region 175 of the subsequent stage.

By repeating these electron excitation by light absorption,
relaxation and transport of excited electrons, and extraction
of electrons to the unit laminate structure of the next period in
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the plurality of unit laminate structures 16 constituting the
active layer 15, light absorption occurs in a cascade manner in
the active layer 15. Then, a forward direction current gener-
ated by the light absorption is extracted and the amount of
current is measured, and accordingly, the incident light hv is
detected.

The effects of the quantum cascade detector 1A according
to the present embodiment will be described.

In the quantum cascade detector 1A shown in FIG. 1 and
FIG. 2, in the active layer 15, a cascade structure configured
by the unit laminate structures 16 each of which is formed by
alternately laminating the first barrier layer to the n-th barrier
layer and the first well layer to the n-th well layer, and
includes the absorption region 17 to be used for light absorp-
tion and detection and the transport region 18 to be used for
transport of electrons is used. Among the semiconductor lay-
ers constituting the unit laminate structure 16, the first barrier
layer to the second well layer constitute the absorption region
17, the third barrier layer to the n-th well layer constitute the
transport region 18, and in the absorption region 17, the first
well layer 161, the second barrier layer 172, and the second
well layer 162 are a first absorption well layer, a coupling
barrier layer, and a second absorption well layer, respectively,
and in the transport region 18, the third barrier layer 173 is an
exit barrier layer.

Further, in this configuration, the first absorption well layer
161 is formed as a thickest well layer in one period, the layer
thickness of the second absorption well layer 162 is set to 12
or less of that of the first absorption well layer 161, and the
exit barrier layer 173 is formed as a thickest barrier layer in
one period, and the layer thickness of the coupling barrier
layer 172 is set to be smaller than that of the exit barrier layer
173. With this coupled quantum well structure in which the
layer thicknesses of the respective semiconductor layers are
thus set, in the absorption region 17, for the detection lower
level L, arising from the ground level in the first absorption
well layer 161, a level generated by coupling the first excita-
tion level in the first absorption well layer 161 and the ground
level in the second absorption well layer 162 can be used as a
detection upper level L,.

In this level structure, since the detection upper level L, is
a coupled level between the first and second absorption well
layers 161 and 162, electron transition by light absorption
from the detection lower level L, to the detection upper level
L, is not vertical transition inside the first absorption well
layer 161 but diagonal transition being transition between
levels whose centers of wave functions are spatially separated
from each other. Accordingly, without lowering the transition
intensity of light absorption, the carrier lifetime at the detec-
tion upper level L, can be lengthened, and relaxation of elec-
trons excited to the detection upper level L, by light absorp-
tion to the detection lower level L, and generation of a reverse
current caused by the relaxation can be suppressed.

In the above-described quantum cascade detector 1A, the
energy interval between the detection lower level L, and the
detection upper level L, to be used for light absorption is set
to be larger than the energy E; , of longitudinal optical (LO)
phonon. In this configuration, in the transport level structure
for electrons consisting of the third level L5 to the n-th level L,
arising from the third well layer to the n-th well layer in the
transport region 18, high-speed relaxation of electrons using
LO phonon scattering can be used.

In this case, electrons excited to the detection upper level
L, by light absorption move to the third level L; in the trans-
port region 18 due to the resonant tunneling effect, and fur-
ther, in the transport level structure configured by the third
level L; to the n-th level L, , electrons are transported at a high
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speed to the detection lower level L, of the unit laminate
structure of the subsequent stage through an electron trans-
port process including high-speed relaxation by LLO phonon
scattering. Accordingly, with the quantum cascade detector
1A constituted as described above, photodetection sensitivity
to incident light can be improved. In addition, the subband
level structure in the unit laminate structure 16 described
above can be designed and controlled by the design of the
quantum well structure in the unit laminate structure 16.

In the quantum cascade detector 1A according to the
present embodiment, the energy interval between the detec-
tion lower level L, and the detection upper level L, to be used
for light absorption is set to be larger than the energy of LO
phonon as described above, so that the detector 1A serves as
a photodetector that operates for light in the mid-infrared
region as a detection target. Electrons excited to the detection
upper level L, in response to light incidence tunnel the exit
barrier layer 173 and flow in the forward direction, and are
relaxed through an electron transport process including L.O
phonon scattering.

Here, in view of a quantum cascade detector that operates
in the terahertz (THz) band, in such a detector, energy of light
absorption is smaller than the energy of LO phonon, so that in
the transport level structure for electrons after excitation by
light absorption, there is no level to which the electrons can
drop by emitting LO phonons, so that electron high-speed
relaxation by LO phonon scattering cannot be used. In this
case, electrons excited to the detection upper level by light
absorption are relaxed at a low speed through a scattering
process such as electron-electron scattering, alloy scattering,
interface scattering, and acoustic phonon scattering, etc.,
which are comparatively slow in scattering time.

On the other hand, the quantum cascade detector 1A
according to the embodiment described above is constituted
s0 as to operate in the mid-infrared region by setting the
energy interval between the detection lower level L, and the
detection upper level L, to be larger than the energy of LO
phonon, and in the transport level structure for electrons,
high-speed relaxation using L.O phonon scattering is used.
With this configuration, the electron relaxation speed can be
increased to be several orders of magnitude higher than that of
the quantum cascade detector in the terahertz band.

Regarding the subband levels in the coupled quantum well
structure including the first and second absorption well layers
161 and 162, as described above, it is preferable that, in the
unit laminate structure 16, one level on the lower energy side
of'the two levels generated by coupling the excitation level in
the first absorption well layer 161 and the ground level in the
second absorption well layer 162 is the detection upper level
L,, and the energy interval between the other level L, on the
higher energy side and the detection upper level L, is set to be
larger than the energy E; , of LO phonon. By thus sufficiently
separating the coupled level L, on the higher energy side from
the detection upper level L, in terms of energy, contribution of
the coupled level L, to light absorption can be sufficiently
suppressed, and an intersubband light absorption process
between the detection lower level L, and the detection upper
level L, can be preferably realized.

Further, in the unit laminate structure 16, it is preferable
that the energy interval between the third level L; and the
fourthlevel L, is setto be E; , ormore and 2xE, , orless, with
respect to the energy E, , of LO phonon. With this configu-
ration, electrons that moved from the detection upper level L,
to the third level L; due to the resonant tunneling effect are
extracted at a high speed from the third level L; via LO
phonon scattering. Accordingly, electrons excited to the
detection upper level L, by light absorption can be further
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restrained from being relaxed to the detection lower level L,
again without being transported to the unit laminate structure
of'the subsequent stage, and electrons excited by light absorp-
tion can be extracted as a forward current with high efficiency,
and the efficiency of the photodetecting operation can be
improved.

In the transport level structure for electrons, the energy
interval between the fourth level L, and the fifth level L5 may
be set to be smaller than the energy E; , of LO phonon. Thus,
with the configuration in which the fourth level L, and the
fifth level L5 are made close to each other, the plurality of
levels including the fourth and fifth levels [, and L5 can be
made to function as levels to which electrons are extracted
from the third level L; by LO phonon scattering. Accordingly,
electron transport in the transport level structure can be sta-
bilized and increased in speed.

As the coupling barrier layer 172 in the absorption region
17, a barrier layer significantly thinner than the exit barrier
layer 173 is used as described above, in particular, preferably,
a barrier layer thinnest in the unit laminate structure 16 of one
period or a barrier layer having a layer thickness nearly equal
to that of the thinnest barrier layer is used. In addition, pref-
erably, the coupling barrier layer 172 has a layer thickness
that is approximately 2, or %2 or less of the layer thickness of
the exit barrier layer 173. Further, for example, when an
Ing 55Gag 4, As/Ing 5,Al, 45As system lattice-matched with
InP is used in the unit laminate structure 16, a layer thinner
than 10 atomic layers (3.0 nm) is preferably used as the
coupling barrier layer 172.

In the unit laminate structure 16, the first absorption well
layer 161 to be used for light absorption is preferably formed
of a semiconductor layer doped with an n-type impurity.
Accordingly, photodetection by intersubband absorption
between the detection lower level L, and the upper level L, in
the absorption region 17 can be preferably realized. As the
second absorption well layer 162, as in the case of the first
absorption well layer 161, a semiconductor layer doped with
an n-type impurity can be used. Alternatively, as the second
absorption well layer 162, an undoped semiconductor layer
may be used. Regarding well layers constituting a transport
structure for electrons, in the unit laminate structure 16, the
third well layer to the n-th well layer of the transport region 18
are preferably formed of undoped semiconductor layers,
respectively.

Further, the above-described quantum cascade detector 1A
may be constituted so that, between the second well layer 162
of the absorption region 17 and the third barrier layer 173 of
the transport region 18, in addition to the respective layers
from the first barrier layer 171 to the second well layer 162, m
quantum barrier layers and m quantum well layers to be
included in the absorption region 17 are further provided,
provided that m is an integer of 1 or more. Thus, the absorp-
tion region 17 in the unit laminate structure 16 may have the
coupled quantum well structure including three or more
absorption well layers.

The configuration of the quantum cascade detector accord-
ing to the present invention will be described along with a
specific example of a device structure including the quantum
well structure in the active layer. Here, the entire layer struc-
ture in the quantum cascade detector uses the configuration
shown in FIG. 1. FIG. 3 is a diagram showing an example of
a configuration of a unit laminate structure constituting an
active layer in the quantum cascade detector shown in FIG. 1.

The quantum well structure of the active layer 15 in this
configuration example shows an example of design in which
an absorption wavelength is set to 5.8 um. FIG. 3 shows a
quantum well structure and a subband level structure of a part
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of'the multistage repeated structure of the unit laminate struc-
tures 16 each including the absorption region 17 and the
transport region 18 in the active layer 15. The device structure
shown in FIG. 1 and FIG. 3 can be formed by crystal growth
using, for example, the molecular beam epitaxy (MBE)
method or the metal organic vapor phase epitaxy (MOVPE)
method.

In the semiconductor lamination structure of the quantum
cascade detector 1A according to the present configuration
example, as the semiconductor substrate 10 in the configura-
tion shown in FIG. 1, an n-type InP single crystal substrate is
used. On this InP substrate 10, in order from the substrate 10
side, an InGaAs lower contact layer 11 with a thickness of 600
nm, an active layer 15 formed by multistage-laminating the
unit laminate structures 16, and an InGaAs upper contact
layer 12 with a thickness of 200 nm are sequentially lami-
nated to form the device structure of the quantum cascade
detector 1A.

The active layer 15 in the present configuration example is
formed by laminating 45 periods of the unit laminate struc-
tures 16 each including the absorption region 17 and the
transport region 18. The unit laminate structure 16 of one
period is constituted, as shown in FIG. 3, as a quantum well
structure formed by alternately laminating seven quantum
well layers 161 to 167 and seven quantum barrier layers 171
to 177.

Among these respective semiconductor layers of the unit
laminate structure 16, the quantum well layers 161 to 167 are
formed of InGaAs layers, respectively. The quantum barrier
layers 171 to 177 are formed of InAlAs layers, respectively.
Accordingly, the active layer 15 in the present configuration
example consists of an InGaAs/InAlAs quantum well struc-
ture.

In this unit laminate structure 16, the first and second
barrier layers 171 and 172 and the first and second well layers
161 and 162 constitute the absorption region 17 to be used for
light absorption and detection. The third to seventh barrier
layers 173 to 177 and the third to seventh well layers 163 to
167 constitute the transport region 18 to be used for transport
and extraction of electrons. The first absorption well layer 161
to be used for light absorption is doped with Si being an
n-type impurity for supply of electrons being carriers. The
well layers 162 to 167 including the second absorption well
layer 162 other than the first absorption well layer 161 are
undoped layers. FIG. 4 shows an example of a specific struc-
ture of the unit laminate structure 16 of one period in the
active layer 15.

In this configuration, the unit laminate structure 16
includes, in its subband level structure shown in FIG. 3, the
detection lower level L., the detection upper level L,, and the
third level L; to the seventh level L, described above with
reference to FIG. 2. The third to seventh levels [ to L,
constitute a transport level structure that transports electrons
excited to the upper level L, to the absorption region 176 of
the subsequent stage.

When light is made incident on the active layer 15 having
the unit laminate structures 16 described above, electrons
present in the detection lower level L, are excited mainly to
the detection upper level L, by intersubband absorption, and
apart of electrons are excited to the third level L;. At this time,
the relaxation time in which the electrons are relaxed again
from the levels I, and I to the detection lower level L, is 3.0
ps, and this is about twice as long as the relaxation time of 1.5
ps in the case where a single quantum well structure is used in
the absorption region in the same wavelength band. Accord-
ingly, a current can be flowed in the forward direction at a high
speed with high efficiency and the detector can be operated as
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a photodetector with high sensitivity. The respective layer
thicknesses of the quantum well layers and the quantum bar-
rier layers constituting the unit laminate structure 16 are
designed based on quantum mechanics.

In design of the quantum well structure, by designing the
first and second absorption well layers 161 and 162 in the
absorption region 17, the states of the detection lowerlevel L,
and upper level L, and the energy interval between these are
determined. At this time, as the second absorption well layer
162 is designed to be thick, the wave function of the detection
upper level L, is localized on the well layer 162. In this case,
the lifetime of carriers at the detection upper level L, which is
determined according to LO phonons is lengthened, however,
on the other hand, the dipole moment corresponding to the
transition intensity of light absorption decreases. These are in
a trade-off relationship, and it is considered that the most
preferable conditions change according to the designed wave-
length.

In the configuration example shown in FIG. 3, at the
designed wavelength of 5.8 pum, the dipole moment is calcu-
lated to be Z,,=2.0 nm, and the scattering time due to LO
phonon is calculated to be T,,=3.0 ps. On the other hand, in
the configuration using a single quantum well structure in the
absorption region in the same wavelength band, the dipole
moment is calculated to be Z,,=1.6 nm, and the scattering
time due to LO phonon is calculated to be T,,=1.5 ps, and the
values of both parameters are more preferable in the configu-
ration example using the coupled quantum well structure in
the absorption region 17 shown in FIG. 3.

FIG. 5 is a graph showing a light absorption spectrum
obtained with the quantum cascade detector. In this graph, the
horizontal axis shows the wavenumber (cm™') or wavelength
(um), and the vertical axis shows the signal intensity (a.u.)
corresponding to absorption intensity. In FIG. 5, the graph A1l
shows an absorption spectrum obtained with the quantum
cascade detector constituted as described above, and the
graph A2 shows an absorption spectrum obtained with a
conventional MCT detector.

Here, both detection devices of the quantum cascade detec-
tor and the MCT detector were measured in the state where
they were cooled to 77 K by using liquid nitrogen. As the
quantum cascade detector, one formed by multistage-lami-
nating 45 unit laminate structures 16 (1.69 um in thickness of
the active layer 15) was used. The device form of this quan-
tum cascade detector is aridge type, and the ridge width is 200
um and the ridge length is 3 mm.

As shown in FIG. 5, when the quantum cascade detector
constituted as described above was used, it showed a sensi-
tivity significantly higher not only than the sensitivity of the
quantum cascade detector having the conventional structure
but also than the sensitivity of the MCT detector. The sensi-
tivity of the detector of this configuration example is esti-
mated to 3.7 A/W, and this sensitivity is three orders of mag-
nitude higher than values (mA/W level) reported in papers,
etc., at present. In addition, the quantum cascade detector
constituted as described above is operable with zero bias, so
that its noise level is also extremely low, and a calculated
value of the specific detectivity D*(5.8 um, 77 K, 2 kHz) is
1.76x10" (cmHz"?W~1).

The configuration of the coupled quantum well structure
consisting of the first absorption well layer 161, the coupling
barrier layer 172, and the second absorption well layer 162
constituting the absorption region 17 in the above-described
embodiment will be further described. In the coupled quan-
tum well structure constituted as described above, the anti-
crossing gap between the excitation level in the first absorp-
tion well layer 161 and the ground level in the second
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absorption well layer 162 is preferably setto be larger than the
energy E, , of longitudinal optical phonon. Accordingly, the
levels such as the detection upper level L, to be generated by
coupling the excitation level in the first absorption well layer
161 and the ground level in the second absorption well layer
162 can be preferably generated.

That is, in the above-described configuration, the level
generated by coupling the excitation level in the first absorp-
tion well layer 161 and the ground level in the second absorp-
tion well layer 162 is used as the detection upper level L,, so
that these levels have to be strongly coupled. The magnitude
of coupling between these two levels can be evaluated by the
anticrossing energy gap between the levels. This anticrossing
gap is defined by, specifically, a level interval formed when
the two levels are at the same energy due to application of an
electric field, etc. (refer to Patent Document 1).

FIG. 6 is a graph showing dependency of the anticrossing
gap between the excitation level in the first absorption well
layer and the ground level in the second absorption well layer
on the layer thickness of the coupling barrier layer. In this
graph, the horizontal axis shows the layer thickness (nm) of
the coupling barrier layer 172, and the vertical axis shows the
anticrossing gap (eV) between the excitation level in the first
absorption well layer 161 and the ground level in the second
absorption well layer 162.

As shown in this graph, the anticrossing gap showing the
strength of coupling between the levels in the coupled quan-
tum well structure changes according to the thickness of the
coupling barrier layer 172 between the absorption well layers
161 and 162, and as the layer thickness of the coupling barrier
layer 172 becomes thinner, the anticrossing gap becomes
larger. Therefore, by the design of the layer thickness of the
coupling barrier layer 172, the anticrossing gap in the above-
described coupled quantum well structure can be properly set.

For example, in the configuration shown in FIG. 4, the
layer thickness of the coupling barrier layer 172 is 2.0 nm, and
from the graph of FIG. 6, it can be found that the anticrossing
gap at this time is approximately 80 meV. Further, the layer
thickness of the coupling barrier layer 172 is especially pref-
erably set so that the anticrossing gap between the excitation
level in the first absorption well layer 161 and the ground level
in the second absorption well layer 162 becomes approxi-
mately 2xE; .. The energy interval between the coupled level
L, on the higher energy side and the detection upper level L,
is also set according to this anticrossing gap between the
levels.

The quantum cascade detector according to the present
invention is not limited to the above-described embodiment
and configuration examples, and various modifications
thereof are possible. For example, in the above-described
configuration example, an InP substrate is used as the semi-
conductor substrate, and the active layer is made of InGaAs/
InAlAs, however, specifically, various configurations can be
used as long as light absorption and detection can be per-
formed by intersubband transition in the quantum well struc-
ture and the above-described subband level structure can be
realized.

As such a semiconductor material system, other than
InGaAs/InAlAs described above, various material systems,
for example, GaAs/AlGaAs, InAs/AlSb, GaN/AlGaN, and
SiGe/Si, etc., can be used. As the semiconductor crystal
growth method, various methods can also be used.

As the lamination structure in the active layer of the quan-
tum cascade detector and the semiconductor lamination
structure as the entire detector device, other than the struc-
tures shown in FIG. 1, FIG. 3, and FIG. 4, various structures
can be used. Generally, any configuration of the quantum
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cascade detector may be adopted as long as the quantum
cascade detector includes a semiconductor substrate and an
active layer having the above-described configuration pro-
vided on the semiconductor substrate.

Regarding the numbers of barrier layers and well layers
constituting the absorption region in the unit laminate struc-
ture, the above-described configuration example includes two
barrier layers and well layers, however, as described above,
three or more barrier layers and well layers may constitute the
absorption region. The numbers of barrier layers and well
layers constituting the transport region may also be set to
arbitrary numbers. Further, in the above-described configu-
ration example, a configuration lattice-matched with the InP
substrate is described, however, for example, a configuration
lattice-mismatched with the InP substrate can also be used. In
this case, an increase in the degree of freedom of device
design, efficient carrier confinement, and a shorter wave-
length for the detector operation can be realized.

The quantum cascade detector according to the above-
described embodiment includes (1) a semiconductor sub-
strate, and (2) an active layer which is provided on the semi-
conductor substrate and has a cascade structure formed by
multistage-laminating unit laminate structures each consist-
ing of n (where n is an integer of 4 or more) quantum barrier
layers and n quantum well layers, and (3) in the unit laminate
structure, the n quantum barrier layers and the n quantum well
layers are formed in the order of a first barrier layer, a first well
layer, a second barrier layer, a second well layer, . . ., an n-th
barrier layer, and an n-th well layer from the side of the unit
laminate structure of the preceding stage, the first barrier
layer to the second well layer constitute an absorption region,
and the third barrier layer to the n-th well layer constitute a
transport region, (4) in the absorption region, the first well
layer functions as a first absorption well layer, the second well
layer functions as a second absorption well layer, and the
second barrier layer between these layers functions as a cou-
pling barrier layer, and in the transport region, the third barrier
layer functions as an exit barrier layer, (5) the first absorption
well layer has the largest layer thickness among the n quan-
tum well layers, the second absorption well layer has a layer
thickness which is %2 or less of that of the first absorption well
layer, the exit barrier layer has the largest layer thickness
among the n quantum barrier layers, and the coupling barrier
layer has a layer thickness which is smaller than that of the
exit barrier layer, (6) the unit laminate structure has, in its
subband level structure, a detection lower level arising from a
ground level in the first absorption well layer, a detection
upper level generated by coupling an excitation level in the
first absorption well layer and a ground level in the second
absorption well layer, and a third level to an n-th level arising
from the third well layer to the n-th well layer, and the energy
interval between the detection lower level and the detection
upper level is set to be larger than the energy E; , of longitu-
dinal optical phonons, and (7) light is detected by intersub-
band absorption from the detection lower level to the detec-
tion upper level in the absorption region, and electrons
excited by the intersubband absorption move to the third level
due to the resonant tunneling effect, and are transported to the
detection lower level in the unit laminate structure of the
subsequent stage via a transport level structure consisting of
the third level to the n-th level in the transport region.

In the above-described quantum cascade detector, the
energy interval between the detection lower level and the
detectionupper level to be used for light absorption is set to be
larger than the energy of LO phonon as described above, so
that the quantum cascade detector becomes a photodetector
that operates in the mid-infrared region. The subband level
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structure in the unit laminate structure described above can be
designed and controlled by the design of the quantum well
structure in the unit laminate structure.

Here, regarding subband levels in the coupled quantum
well structure, preferably, in the unit laminate structure, one
level on the lower energy side of two levels generated by
coupling the excitation level in the first absorption well layer
and the ground level in the second absorption well layer is the
detection upper level, and the energy interval between the
other level on the higher energy side and the detection upper
level is set to be larger than the energy E, , of longitudinal
optical phonon. Accordingly, contribution of the coupled
level on the higher energy side to light absorption can be
suppressed, and an intersubband light absorption process
between the detection lower level and the detection upper
level (coupled level on the lower energy side) can be prefer-
ably realized.

In the unit laminate structure, the anticrossing gap between
the excitation level in the first absorption well layer and the
ground level in the second absorption well layer is preferably
set to be larger than the energy E, , of longitudinal optical
phonon. Accordingly, a level such as the detection upper level
to be generated by coupling the excitation level in the first
absorption well layer and the ground level in the second
absorption well layer can be preferably generated.

In the unit laminate structure, the energy interval between
the third level and the fourth level is preferably setto E; , or
more and 2xE; , or less, with respect to the energy E, , of
longitudinal optical phonon. With this configuration, elec-
trons that moved from the detection upper level to the third
level due to the resonant tunneling effect are extracted at a
high speed from the third level via LO phonon scattering.
Accordingly, electrons excited to the detection upper level by
light absorption can be further restrained from being relaxed
again to the detection lower level.

In the unit laminate structure, the first absorption well layer
is preferably formed of a semiconductor layer doped with an
n-type impurity. Accordingly, photodetection by intersub-
band absorption between the detection lower level and the
upper level in the absorption region can be preferably real-
ized. Regarding the well layers constituting the transport
structure for electrons, in the unit laminate structure, the third
well layer to the n-th well layer are preferably formed of
undoped semiconductor layers, respectively.

The quantum cascade detector described above may be
constituted so that, between the second well layer in the
absorption region and the third barrier layer in the transport
region, in addition to the respective layers from the first
barrier layerto the second well layer, m (where m is an integer
of 1 or more) quantum barrier layers and m quantum well
layers to be included in the absorption region are further
provided. Thus, the absorption region in the unit laminate
structure may also include three or more absorption well
layers.

The present invention is applicable as a quantum cascade
detector with improved photodetection sensitivity to incident
light.

From the invention thus described, it will be obvious that
the invention may be varied in many ways. Such variations are
not to be regarded as a departure from the spirit and scope of
the invention, and all such modifications as would be obvious
to one skilled in the art are intended for inclusion within the
scope of the following claims.

What is claimed is:
1. A quantum cascade detector comprising:
a semiconductor substrate; and
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an active layer being provided on the semiconductor sub-

strate, and having a cascade structure formed by multi-
stage-laminating unit laminate structures each consist-
ing of n (where n is an integer of 4 or more) quantum
barrier layers and n quantum well layers, wherein

in the unit laminate structure, the n quantum barrier layers

and the n quantum well layers are formed in the order of
a first barrier layer, a first well layer, a second barrier
layer, a second well layer, . . ., an n-th barrier layer, and
an n-th well layer from the side of the unit laminate
structure of the preceding stage, the first barrier layer to
the second well layer constitute an absorption region,
and the third barrier layer to the n-th well layer constitute
a transport region,

in the absorption region, the first well layer functions as a

first absorption well layer, the second well layer func-
tions as a second absorption well layer, and the second
barrier layer between these layers functions as a cou-
pling barrier layer, and in the transport region, the third
barrier layer functions as an exit barrier layer,

the first absorption well layer has the largest layer thickness

among the n quantum well layers, the second absorption
well layer has a layer thickness Y% or less of that of the
first absorption well layer, the exit barrier layer has the
largest layer thickness among the n quantum barrier
layers, and the coupling barrier layer has a layer thick-
ness smaller than that of the exit barrier layer,

the unit laminate structure has, in its subband level struc-

ture, a detection lower level arising from a ground level
in the first absorption well layer, a detection upper level
generated by coupling an excitation level in the first
absorption well layer and a ground level in the second
absorption well layer, and a third level to an n-th level
arising from the third well layer to the n-th well layer,
and an energy interval between the detection lower level
and the detection upper level is set to be larger than the
energy E; , of longitudinal optical phonon, and

light is detected by intersubband absorption from the

detection lower level to the detection upper level in the
absorption region, and electrons excited by the intersub-
band absorption move to the third level due to the reso-
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nant tunneling effect, and are transported to the detec-
tion lower level in the unit laminate structure of the
subsequent stage via a transport level structure consist-
ing of the third level to the n-th level in the transport
region, and wherein

in the unit laminate structure, one level on the lower energy

side of two levels generated by coupling the excitation
level in the first absorption well layer and the ground
level in the second absorption well layer is the detection
upper level, and an energy interval between the other
level on the higher energy side and the detection upper
level is set to be larger than the energy E, , of longitu-
dinal optical phonon.

2. The quantum cascade detector according to claim 1,
wherein, in the unit laminate structure, the anticrossing gap
between the excitation level in the first absorption well layer
and the ground level in the second absorption well layer is set
to be larger than the energy E,, of longitudinal optical
phonon.

3. The quantum cascade detector according to claim 1,
wherein, in the unit laminate structure, an energy interval
between the third level and the fourth level is set to E, , or
more and 2xE; , or less, with respect to the energy E, , of
longitudinal optical phonon.

4. The quantum cascade detector according to claim 1,
wherein, in the unit laminate structure, the first absorption
well layer is formed of a semiconductor layer doped with an
n-type impurity.

5. The quantum cascade detector according to claim 1,
wherein, in the unit laminate structure, the third well layer to
the n-th well layer are formed of undoped semiconductor
layers, respectively.

6. The quantum cascade detector according to claim 1,
wherein, between the second well layer of the absorption
region and the third barrier layer of the transport region, in
addition to the respective layers from the first barrier layer to
the second well layer, m (where m is an integer of 1 or more)
quantum barrier layers and m quantum well layers to be
included in the absorption region are provided.

#* #* #* #* #*
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